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There served the community well during the mid 1800s. Colonel and ~ 
| Mrs. Thomas Swinney are pictured in 1852. 
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By VIRGINIA BENSHEIMER 
The old Swinney Homestead has held a lot of laughter and 


a lot of history over the years. 


__ It has held Fort Wayne’s ‘‘graceful plutocracy,” the rich 
and elegant of the city’s past, their parties and their wakes. 
The homestead, which now houses the Fort Wayne-Allen 
County Historical Museum, will be the site for the Historical 
Society’s membership drive kick-off event today. And it will be 
the subject of the ‘‘free gift’’ the society will give those who 
join. - 
“Graceful Plutocracy, the Swinney Family of Fort 
Wayne,” is the title of the specially-published, soft-bound book 
published by the society. The work of three local historians, 
Patrick Boice, Margaret J. Schram-Cruze and Freda Withers, 
it is a compendium of all that is known about the aristocratic 


_Swinneys and their times. 


The public is invited to today’ s social kick-off at the Swin- 
ney Homestead, according to Gary Ernest, director of the mu- 


“seum. Ken Cole, a local architect, will discuss the Old City Hall 


and its prospects as a museum for those interested in the pro- 
posed project. He will speak at 4 p.m. 

In addition, those interested in history can tour the mus- 
teum and, Ernest said he hopes, join the Historical Society. 
Each new member will be given a copy of the Swinney book. 

- Dec. 20, 1977, will be the 150th anniversary of the marriage 
of Thomas and Lucy Swinney, who were wed in Allen County in 
1827. i 

Out of this union sprang the entire Swinney plutocracy. 

_ Thomas Swinney was an early settler in Fort Wayne — he 
came here from Piketon, Ohio, in 1822, early days for the 
small, struggling city built around an abandoned fort. 

6 Tom was evidently a painter — reference is made to an 
— eagle he nae. over a wpewly-dpened tavern, according 1 the 
ae book. 
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When he married Lucy Taber, she brought a 2 dowry of 240 
acres — Lucy apparently planted a sycamore tree to commem- 
orate the event, and the tree has outlived them. It still stands ~ ‘ 
by the homestead on the south side of the parking lot. ; x 

The Swinneys had eight children, according to the Histori- 
cal Society book, and their first home was located south of the — 
existing house, nearer the St. Marys River where Byenney 
Park now exists. 

The present homestead was begun in 1844 and completed 
the next year. It is done in the federal style of architecture 
and, before being divided for use as a museum, had a symmet-— 
rical interior room design, a mark of the architectural style. ei bs 

Swinney was involved in local politics, both in elected and 
appointed posts, during his lifetime, as was his whole family. 
An ardent Whig, he organized the city around William Henry | vt 
Harrison in the election of 1840, according to the Swinney book, 
and promoted the Whigs locally for many years. v3 

The Swinney homestead was the site of the huge gala cele- fe 
bration of the opening of the Wabash and Erie Canal in 1843 —_ 
After the dedication ceremonies, a tremendous parade began eo 
wending its way to the homestead. ‘“‘Whem the crowd — report- 
ed as anywhere from 10,000 to 20,000 — reached the Swinney eS- 
tate, they found a huge dinner awaiting them. After the dinner, 
the bands played, the speeches were given, the toasts — 24 in 
all — were made and received amid cheers and the firing of ; 
guns,” according to the Swinney book. iss 

The book, which continues to chronicle: the lives of Swin- | 
ney, his offspring and their offspring, contains reproductions of 
most of the pictures still in existence of the Swinney family and 
their homestead as it stood more than a hundred years ago. 
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Virginia Bensheimer is a staff writer for The 
Journal-Gazette. 
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